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ABSTRACT 
This critical reflection is based on the observations of a low-level English Discussion Class 
(EDC) which were made over a ten-week period and recorded as entries in a teaching journal. As 
lessons progressed, a variety of challenges emerged, namely students’ lack of proficiency, 
unwillingness to speak in English and resistance to exercises which promoted autonomous 
learning. However, this paper focuses on two main issues identified in one particular learner 
from the group; a lack of motivation, or “investment” (Norton, 2000), and the struggle to 
negotiate identity in the group. According to Hyland (1994), Norton (2000) and Morita (2004), 
successfully managing such participation issues can help students to become more effective 
learners and can foster constructive learning environments in which students feel they are valued 
members. Finally, example teaching methods are outlined to offer insight into strategies which 
encouraged positive behavior and enhanced performance in group discussion tasks. 
 
INTRODUCTION  
EDC lessons are designed to help students improve their discussion skills and interaction 
strategies through learning functional language and communication skills. It is a compulsory 
class which all freshmen take in their first year at Rikkyo University. 
 EDC students are placed into four different levels in line with their Test of English for 
International Communication (TOEIC) listening and reading scores, which reflect their general 
ability to understand spoken English and written English (ETS 2014). The highest level on the 
course is Level 1 and the lowest is Level 4: 
 
Table 1. Levels by TOEIC Scores 
 
English Discussion Class (EDC) Groups Students’ TOEIC Scores 
Level 1 680 or above 
(990 is the highest possible score) 
Level 2 679 - 480 
 
Level 3 479 – 280 
 
Level 4 Below 279 
 
 
 In my experience as an English as a Foreign Language Teacher, I have been able to 
successfully instruct students with different proficiencies ranging from advanced to beginners. 
However, during my first semester and at the start of my second semester at Rikkyo University, I 
experienced difficulty staging effective Level 4 lessons. For this reason I decided to keep a 
journal in an effort to analyze aspects of my classroom practices which may have been leading to 
disruptive behavior in one particular Level 4 EDC class I instructed at Rikkyo University. 
 The aforementioned class consisted of eight students from the college of Economics. In 
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order to adhere to ethical guidelines concerning confidentiality (BERA, 2011), I will refer to the 
learners as Student A – Student H. The participants’ TOEIC scores ranged from 195 (Student A 
had the highest score in the group) to 120 (Student H had the lowest score). The student who I 
will focus on in more detail later in the discussion is referred to as Student E, whose overall 
TOEIC placement score was 175. 
 Within the first two lessons of starting the EDC course, all the learners in this group 
showed signs of significant difficulty adjusting to the lesson format. One major issue was 
behavior demonstrating a lack of enthusiasm which was a particular concern because if students 
are not engaged in the classes from an early stage they may choose not to attend regularly and 
consequently fail the course due to poor attendance. Another issue was that the students seemed 
to struggle to negotiate their identities in class. They did not appear to help each other complete 
the tasks and there were occasions when I felt some students were ostracized, which resulted in 
unequal participation in group discussions. 
 Therefore, so as to ensure the EDC course objectives were being met and that each 
student was able to participate actively in well-balanced, extended group discussions, I saw it 
necessary to closely observe this group and critically reflect on my procedures in lessons in 
order to find solutions to the problems. Farrell (2007, p.107) lends support to this remedial 
measure by stating that making a record of events which occur when conducting lessons, as well 
as other practices related to an instructor’s teaching approach, can be useful as it is possible to 
“accumulate information that on later review, interpretation and reflection can assist [teachers] in 
gaining a deeper understanding of their work”.  
 
DISCUSSION 
A Weak Start 
At the start of the course, students were informed that they were all expected to speak in English 
100% of the time in class and they should work collaboratively on tasks in order to construct 
extended discussions of up to 16 minutes without teacher intervention (Hurling, 2012). I 
immediately noticed in Lesson 1 that six of the eight students expressed a strong dislike for 
studying English when they were introducing themselves; i.e. talking about their background 
information, studies, hobbies and ambitions, which indicated there might be some resistance to 
tasks in later classes.  
 Later in the same lesson, I introduced Communication Skills phrases and chorally drilled 
expressions for “Agreeing and Disagreeing” and “Checking Understanding”, which went well 
but then when students were asked to complete exercises and short discussions independently, 
nearly all of them apart from Students A and G started to use Japanese. I gently reminded the 
students that they should try their best to use English 100% of the time, to no avail. After 90 
minutes, the lesson ended and as they were leaving the classroom, they said that they struggled 
with the exercises and that they did not want to study English, which was discouraging to hear. I 
therefore set out to ensure that Lesson 2 would be more interactive and engaging.  
 
Problems 
In Lesson 2, many of the students were reluctant to speak to each other in English and most of 
them reverted back to using Japanese. Student E was a particular problem because he was falling 
asleep in class, not volunteering any answers to any of the questions in a group discussion and 
even when working with one partner, he failed to respond at times. 
 One reason to explain such behavior in Lesson 2 is, according to Hayashi & Cherry 
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(2004), language instruction in educational institutions in Japan generally favor a more 
teacher-centered approach that does not usually require students to take an active role in lessons. 
Learners can remain passive and may not be required to volunteer any information during the 
lesson. On the other hand EDC lessons are aligned with Communicative Language Teaching 
(CLT) methodology which means that students should play a more participatory role in lessons 
and are required to be more autonomous in their learning.  
 Another reason why Student E may have been so reluctant to participate in the class was 
due to his dislike of studying English. If learners feel forced to study subjects which do not 
interest them, they are unlikely to do well (MacIntyre et al., 1998). Yet in such situations, Norton 
(2000) adds that reaching the conclusion that students have a lack of motivation to study would 
be imprecise because the term motivation ascribes inability to the learner. On the contrary, it is 
suggested that the term “investment” is used instead. This term accounts for the extent to which 
a student views a task to be worth doing. This means that if the student does not feel invested in 
the course, in other words, if the learner does not understand exactly how studying can benefit 
them, they will not be engaged in lessons (Norton, 2000; Morita, 2004). 
 To reflect the EDC principles and as a solution to these problems, I reminded Student E 
after the class that his participation in the lesson would affect his grades and that if students do 
not speak in discussions, they are unlikely to do well on the course. In addition, I reminded 
Student E that English would be useful for him because he expressed that he would like to work 
in an English-speaking country in the future. I also said that if he wanted to make friends with 
foreigners or play sports internationally, he might need English too. Helping students in a 
Japanese EFL context to understand why they should be invested in lessons is a concept which is 
described as, “international posture” (Munezane, 2013). 
 Student E received 1 point, out of a maximum of 4 points, for participation in Lesson 2. 
However, after taking these actions to help him to understand why he should try harder, through 
explicitly linking his performance in class to his academic success on the course as well as 
increased international posture, there was a significant change in his approach to the classes. For 
instance, in Lesson 3, he received 3 points for participation and in Lesson 4, he received a 
maximum of 4 points.  
 
Fostering a Stronger Performance  
I recognized that EDC lessons would be a culture shock for the students but it was difficult for 
me not to become a little frustrated at times during Lesson 2. I felt that I had explained the aims 
of the course very clearly in Lesson 1 but the students were not approaching the tasks effectively, 
plus I did not anticipate Student E and others to struggle with basic vocabulary in the tasks such 
as situations, borrow money, advice and solve problems. The students were only able to 
complete one 8-minute discussion in the class because of the slow pace at which we had to go 
through tasks. 
 This lack of proficiency can have a significant effect on a student’s willingness to 
communicate (WTC), which MacIntyre et al. (1998, p. 547) define as being “readiness to enter 
into discourse at a particular time with a specific person or persons using a L2”. In other words, 
if a student has a lack of resources such as vocabulary, syntax and pronunciation and feels 
embarrassed to make mistakes in front of other students, they are unlikely to want to speak in a 
group discussion (Morita, 2004; Hulstin and Bossers, 1992). Furthermore, tasks that are 
inappropriate for the level and are not aligned with students’ needs threaten learner investment. 
 After speaking with a Program Manager about my concerns regarding the low 
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proficiency and reticence in this group, it was recommended to give praise and positive 
reinforcement for small efforts. Therefore from Lesson 3 onwards, I started to remind the 
learners that using easy English, mistakes included was okay and to name students for good 
contributions and shared specific examples of things they had said in their discussions. Plus, 
when giving plenary feedback I included reformulated words and phrases from their discussions. 
I also included these examples in the class comments after each lesson. I highlighted edited 
expressions in an attempt to show students alternative ways to say what they wanted to explain. 
Some students in this group were able to retain such expressions and use them in Discussion Test 
2 and Discussion Test 3 to share their ideas more clearly. I ensured that my classroom language 
was appropriately graded and that the tasks I asked students to complete were adapted when 
necessary. 
 Lastly, I recognized that target Function phrases were not being used as much as they 
could have been in discussions. In particular, I felt that perhaps, Student E was nervous about 
using these expressions or that they may have been too difficult to pronounce without rehearsal. 
As a solution to this problem, I introduced pronunciation practice through choral and individual 
drilling of target Function phrases in Function presentations from Lesson 3 onwards. It seemed 
to have a positive effect as Student E could use more target phrases confidently later in lessons. 
For example, in Lesson 2 Student E gained a score of 1 for Function usage and in Lesson 3, he 
received 3 points. 
   
Managing Roles and Identities 
In Lessons 7 and 8, another problem regarding students’ roles and identities in the lessons was 
starting to surface. I noticed that when Student E was paired with Student D and Student B, the 
students would go off the topic and start asking follow-up questions which did not relate to the 
discussion questions given and Student E would become very quiet and stop contributing ideas. 
These learners were more outgoing than Student E, they had a wider range of vocabulary with 
which to express their opinions and they had a decent command of the Function phrases and 
Communication Skills phrases. However, they would dominate discussions and often direct 
questions to each other, rather than attempt to involve Student E.  
 I also noticed that when paired with Student H and Student C, who were generally less 
focused and weaker at using the target language, Student E’s persona changed again. He would 
almost give up and begin to speak in Japanese. It seemed as though he did not want to appear to 
be studious if his partners were not concentrating on the tasks. 
 Unfortunately, Student E was absent from Lesson 9 (Discussion Test 2) and Lesson 10 
(Possibilities – using “If… / If…?”). I questioned whether this was due to him struggling to 
negotiate his role as an active speaker in Lessons 7 and 8 or even other factors such as being ill. 
All factors considered, I wanted to ensure that he did not lose investment in the course; therefore, 
I wanted to help him see that his participation in group discussions was important.  
 Consequently, in the lessons which followed, I reminded the class that they could help 
quiet students to participate more in discussions by using the following Function phrases after 
they finish sharing ideas: “What does everyone think?” / “Does anyone want to comment?” / 
Does anyone want to ask a question?” which was quite effective. Nevertheless, what seemed to 
be even more effective was using the visualization of a balanced discussion as suggested by 
Barker (2014). I explained that the letters A – D represented four learners in one discussion 
group and the sections were divided equally to show a balance of ideas shared and questions 
asked in a discussion. 













I then introduced an additional diagram to illustrate an unbalanced discussion and asked the 
students which of the two situations was better in a group discussion. They were able to 
recognize that a balanced discussion was favorable and attempted to take turns more evenly in 











This method seemed to be particularly useful from Lesson 11 onwards when the students were 
reminded that balanced discussions are better and might help them to do better in the final 
Discussion Test. 
 Another strategy I adopted to help Student E play a more central role in group 
discussions was pairing this learner with other quieter, well-invested students who were trying 
hard in lessons. I noticed that although Student E still did not ask many follow-up questions in 
discussions, he showed more interest and was willing to speak more when paired with Students 
F, G and A. For the remainder of the lessons, I tried to ensure that he was working with at least 
one of these students in exercises. This had a positive result because Student E had better 
Participation scores by the end of Lesson 12 and he gained a maximum of 5 points in Lesson 13 
(Discussion Test 3), which indicated that his WTC and ability to share several ideas during a 
group discussion had improved. 
 
Creating a Learning Community 
Towards the end of the course I felt that I had established a stronger rapport with each of the 
students than at the beginning. Swenson (2010, p.2) suggests that building rapport with students 
is vital: “Building rapport with students is an important component to successful communication 
especially when the subject is learning a second language”. 
 Some examples of small actions taken to promote trust and interest are as follows. Just 
before the start of the class when distributing quizzes for the students to complete, I would ask 
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other general questions to help them warm up and start thinking about using English. Student E 
arrived to class early for Lessons 12 – 14 and I had a chance to find out more about his interests 
and academic experiences. 
 In addition, if students arrived late (i.e. during a Function Presentation), I would ask the 
rest of the class to say good morning to him or her and ask the other students to try to include the 
latecomer in discussion practice; this was a simple yet effective way to help such students feel 
welcomed into the learning community and to feel as though they would not play an awkward 
peripheral role in the rest of the exercises due to having missed one part of the lesson.  
 I also would say goodbye to each of the students and praise their efforts when they 
worked well. I noticed that rather than rushing out of the classroom as quickly as possible as 
they used to at the start of the course, some students started to spend a longer time talking with 
each other before leaving the classroom and even approaching me to ask for advice about their 
performance in class, which was a very encouraging sign that they were more interested in 
spending time with each other and being part of the classroom community, which can in-turn 
promote better involvement in discussions (MacIntyre et al., 1998).  
 Lastly, in feedback exercises later in the course I instructed the students to refer to given 
Function Phrases or Communication Skills phrases and discuss questions to evaluate their own 
performance as individuals and as a group. This involved giving them simple questions to 
discuss such as:  
 Did everybody share ideas in that discussion? 
 Did everybody ask questions in that discussion? 
 What did you do well in that discussion? 
 What do you want to improve in the next discussion? 
By asking them to talk about their roles in the exercises, I was encouraging them to become 
more responsible for their own learning and accountable for the success or failure of the group 
discussions. By the end of Lesson 13, each student understood the nature of the EDC lessons and 
there was an overall improvement in the students’ approach to the discussion tasks. 
  
CONCLUSION  
In summary, this paper has outlined the importance of anticipating and reflecting on issues that 
emerge when instructing lower level learners in EDC classes. When teaching Level 4 students 
last semester, managing students’ willingness to communicate (WTC) was an incredible 
challenge. However, carefully observing students’ responses to teaching approaches, evaluating 
lessons in order to diagnose issues and altering procedures has been extremely beneficial this 
semester.  Furthermore, by recording journal entries after classes with this group of learners I 
was able to better identify aspects of my classroom practices which had negative and positive 
effects on learning outcomes. 
 As previously mentioned, a student’s WTC is connected to proficiency (MacIntyre et al. 
1998) and although it has been useful to explore the links between a student’s WTC and limited 
linguistic competence, the aims of the EDC program do not extend to the instruction of syntax, 
morphology, pronunciation and other elements requisite to a student’s proficient command of the 
language. Nevertheless, it was possible to adapt exercises to include pronunciation practice in 
function presentations and vocabulary input in the class comments students were asked to read 
for homework. 
 Other important points discussed in this reflection are techniques adopted to handle L2 
learners’ passive participation in EDC lessons. As suggested by Morita (2004) and MacIntyre et 
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al. (1998), foreign language learners may have a lack of confidence in their perceived abilities 
and may consequently want to avoid using the target language in front of others. So as not to 
accentuate this anxiety among students, it is important not to openly ascribe identities to learners 
in lessons. Instead, active participation can be nurtured by praising individual students with 
specific examples of tasks they performed well in the group discussion and providing ample 
support in practice exercises.  
 Finally, going forward, it would be beneficial to explore ways of incorporating more 
needs analysis in lessons at the start of each semester so that instructors can discover vital 
information about students’ needs, interests, expectations and their preferred learning styles. 
Adapting language tasks in such a way can ensure students are more invested in lessons and that 
they have a stronger desire to be a more active participant (Norton, 2000; Hyland, 1994; 
MacIntyre et al., 1998). 
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